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Some Personal Reflections on the 
ELCA Vocation of a Lutheran College Conference, 1998 
Jennifer Sacher Wiley 
Common-ness and Otherness 
As a first time attendee of the ELCA Conference, it 
struck me that one of the main themes of the 
workshop was evaluating the relative strength of the 
Lutheran college identity. I offer the following 
observations about group identity and the evolution 
of that identity, as seemed relevant to our sessions at 
the conference. 
Is there a distinctive identity to ELCA colleges? 
What group members contribute to that identity? 
In his keynote address at the 1998 ELCA Vocation 
of a Lutheran College Conference, "The Freedom of 
a Christian," Dr. Tom Christenson described an 
inclusive view of group membership in likening 
Lutheran colleges to woven fabric: 
In weaving, it's usually what weavers call the woof 
or weft of the weaving that carries the color, the 
texture and the distinctive pattern of the 
weaving. .. But it's the warp that holds the whole 
thing together, that makes it a weaving at all. The 
'for whom,' the 'by whom,' the 'where,' and the 
'ethnic roots 'of our institutions make them different 
weavings. We should celebrate those differences. 
But I think there 's a common warp to all of us ... We 
should celebrate that commonality. 
Compost:r Charles Ives offers an even more inclusive 
view of group identity as he describes characteristics 
of American music in Essays Before a Sonata: 
A true love of country is likely to be so big that it 
will embrace the virtue one sees in other 
countries .. .A composer born in America ... may be so 
interested in "negro melodies" that he writes a 
symphony over them. He is conscious ... that he 
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wishes it to be 'American music. ' He tries to forget 
that the paternal Negro came .from Africa. ls his 
music American or as African? ... If he had been 
born in Africa, his music might have been just as 
American, for there is good authority that an 
African soul under an X-ray looks identically like an 
American soul. 
While Christenson points to a commonality of place 
as uniting a diverse group of people, Ives suggests 
that the commonality of human-ness serves the same 
function, blurring the distinction between sub-groups 
such as American or African music. However, Ives 
does suggest that commonality of purpose ("spirit") 
between individuals helps to distinguish a larger 
group: 
"There is a futility in selecting a certain type to 
represent a 'whole,' unless the .. . spirit of the type 
coincides with that of the whole." 
At the 1998 ELCA conference, I became part of a 
group seeking to define its Lutheran-ness. As we 
heard presentations and engaged in discussion, I was 
intrigued by the wide range of possibilities for 
inclusiveness in establishing the ELCA identity, as 
suggested by Ives and Christenson above. To 
simplify matters for myself, I thought about some 
general markers that might be used to determine the 
distinctiveness of a perceivable group. 
1. The group has generated printed works.
2. There are people who consider
themselves group members.
3. Group membership generates activity.
4. People outside of the group perceive
the group as such, especially because of
their own recognition of themselves as
outside of the group.
These markers were recognizable and evident at the 
1008 ELCA conference. Ernest Simmons' book 
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Faculty served as a document of historical and 
visionary definition for the ELCA higher education 
community. Activity was generated as outstanding 
speakers, helpful staff, and committed administrators 
and faculty from ELCA colleges attended, engaging 
in discussion, thought, devotional services, and 
recreation for four days in Springfield. 
Marker #4, the reactions of "others," is a multi­
faceted concept that I feel compelled to address. To 
the "other" groups on Wittenburg's campus 
(marching bands, soccer camps, etc.), the ELCA 
conference was a group with an identity, to which 
they reacted, either consciously or subconsciously. 
To the "other" faculty, staff, and administrators from 
the ELCA colleges who didn 't attend the conference, 
those of us in Springfield were a "group" to which 
they may have reacted when the beginning of the 
academic year invited discourse about the conference 
activities and discoveries. 
But, among those who did attend the ELCA 
conference, there were other "others": those who 
may have felt, somehow, "outside" the conference 
even after having been given a room key and a name 
tag. In fact, each conference attendee may have felt 
"other" for a multitude of reasons: "I'm the only 
administrator in my discussion group." 'Tm the 
only Baptist." "I'm the only athlete." "I'm the only 
homosexual." But, perhaps, more significant is a 
kind of"other" used by Dr. Simmons in his text. In 
his affirmation of the richness of diversity found at 
Lutheran colleges, he writes: 
"We need denominational diversity on campus not 
only to enrich our own understanding of the 
Christian tradition but also to keep Lutherans honest. 
We need reflective Presbyterians, Roman Catholics, 
Baptists, Methodists, and others, for they may do 
more for the effecting of Lutheran identity on 
campus than a non-reflective Lutheran would." 
As a Unitarian Universalist with one Jewish parent, 
I certainly fall into the category "other" as 
designated by Simmons. Also, I am in the "other" 
category because I attended the ELCA conference 
after having served only one year as a faculty 
member at Susquehanna University. My educational 
background also contributed to my "other-ness": a 
secular liberal arts college (Oberlin), a conservatory 
(New England Conservatory), and a state school 
(University of Minnesota). 
The concept of "other-ness" was discussed directly 
on several occasions at the ELCA conference itself. 
Dr. Robert Scholz, in his paper "How Can We Keep 
From Singing" used "other" in a positive sense, 
referring to music that would more meaningfully 
contribute to a "Christian worship service": 
"I really object to the terminology 'contemporary 
Christian' to describe a narrowly conceived soft pop­
rock genre to the exclusion of all other contemporary 
musical styles--folk, jazz, or classical." 
Still, there w,=.s the "other-ness" of institutions that, 
clearly (to those presiding) belonged in groups other 
than the ELCA. Calvin College, Wheaton, and 
Pepperdine were identified by California Lutheran 
College's Vice President for Academic Affairs Dr. 
Pamela Jolicoer as institutions "who use education to 
'Christianize' or transform [culture]"- not a vision 
articulated by the Lutheran educators at the 1998 
conference. On the other end of the institutional 
spectrum, Dr. Ryan LaHurd cited author George 
Marsden who, "offers a stern warning for colleges 
like ours, which he sees on the slippery slope sliding 
toward secularization in the historical tradition of 
Harvard and Yale." Other earnest warnings were 
issued by Dr. Christenson: " ... when I taught in 
Minnesota, the temptation was to be another 
Carleton or Macalister. In Ohio, we yearn to be 
another Kenyon or Oberlin ... But let me tell you, this 
is not the direction we should go." 
From the perspective of a secular humanist, it might 
surprise Lutherans to learn that they may be seen as 
part of a group of colleges that call themselves 
"Christian"--Wheaton, Calvin, Southern Methodist 
University, and Bob Jones University included. All 
of these institutions are grounded in the belief of 
redemption through Christ. "Other" to some 
"unenlightened" people might mean any college that 
is "church affiliated." At any rate, from my vantage 
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point, the group identity of · the ELCA colleges 
seemed intact at the 1998 conference. Although I 
understand the frustration expressed at forming 
group identity on the basis of what the group is not,
I believe that many groups face similar frustrations, 
Unitarian Universalists in particular. Thus, I was 
not surprised by Dr. Christenson's description of the 
"other" Protestant church schools looking to the 
Lutheran colleges for lessons in forming identity. 
Shepherding the ELCA Identity 
If it is acknowledged that ELCA colleges hold an 
identity, illuminated by documentation, people· and 
their actions, and the reactions of "others" to them 
' ' 
the question that seemed to be urgent to many at the 
conference was what the future of that identity would 
be. I observed two positions (sometimes held by the 
same persons) in Springfield: the position of identity 
spoke of the importance of having people on their 
campuses who could ''tell the story" (presumably of 
Lutheranism) to those new to the college community. 
On the other hand, one professor described an 
imaginary scene in which Martin Luther returned to 
the world to chastise Lutherans for preserving 
Lutheranism to the extent that it prohibited the 
development of their faith. One effective way of 
preservation is through historical documentation. 
The 1998 ELCA conference provided- an exciting 
array of position papers documenting Lutheran 
points of view. Although the presenters of those 
papers will naturally experience changes in their 
perspectives in the years to come, the documents 
stand as testaments of their commitment to Lutheran 
higher ooucation. The essence of Lutheranism will 
be preserved so long as those historical 
representations of ELCA higher education are made 
available to all members of the ELCA community. 
However, I humbly suggest that my remaining three 
markers of the Lutheran group identity: its people 
(members, if you will}, their actions, and, naturally, 
the reactions of "others" be allowed to evolve. If 
preservation of a group identity manifests itself in 
seeking to recruit members who mirror the views 
already shared by the group, it will stagnate. Rather, 
complimenting and even contrasting persons 
(students, faculty, and staff) should be sought. I was 
aware of several fears expressed by those who 
voiced their colleges' needs for Lutheran personnel 
preservation .. These fears were for loss of "worship" 
(number of services required, number in 
congregation}, loss of the liturgical, theological 
Lutheran story, and loss of Christianity overall, 
which contributes, ultimately, they felt, to the loss of 
community on their campuses. 
To that fear I offer my particular reaction to thinking 
about Christianity and community: if Christianity 
means the teaching of the gospel, the belief. in 
Christ's power of grace and redemption, and .. the 
belief in the two Kingdoms of God, then, yes,. those 
manifestations of Christianity could be superseded 
by other academic activities if the percentage of 
Lutherans on campuses declines. However, if one 
can accept the notion that Christianity means living 
the life of the redeemer, adopting the work ethic of 
Jesus, and his passion of vocation, then those 
persons selected to compliment and even contrast 
those members of the Lutheran community will not 
"dilute" the Lutheranism of the institution, but give 
it continued energy and growth. 
"Little Christ" 
From the presentations at the 1998 ELCU 
conference one heard expressed repeatedly a fear of 
"secularization." I interpreted that term, (in the 
context of the symposium established by the tone of 
Simmons' book) to mean a life without spirituality. 
I am not convinced, after my exposure to the 
inclusive nature of these Lutheran institutions that 
"secularization" m� a life without belief in Jesus 
as Savior. Repeatedly, I heard professors claim the 
thankfulness with which they called Jews, Buddhists, 
Muslims, and their colleagues. Surely, the presence 
of these "non-Christians" strengthened their 
institutions, the conference attendees claimed. But 
how many "non-Lutherans" or "non-Christians" can 
an ELCA college have? Simmons writes, 
"According to Luther, the Christian relates to God 
through faith alone, which is then expressed in loving 
service to one's neighbor. Such is the freedom of a 
Chri_stian when one is called upon to be a 'little 
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Christ' to one's neighbor by continuing in limited 
human fashion the incarnation of God's love in 
Christ." 
A Unitarian Universalist might read those sentences 
like this: "According to one of the great religious 
reformers, Martin Luther, the human maintains faith 
in the notion of an affirming Creator, rejoicing in 
that faith through service to others. In that 
sense, the human may be called to serve as a 
'Working Prophet' to her neighbor by living as Jesus 
lived, accepting his mission of human service as her 
own." 
In my opinion, anyone who displays the qualities of 
engaged, committed, and passionate vocation and 
can share that passion for vocation with students and 
colleagues is not only a valuable member of the 
Lutheran higher education community, but even acts 
as a prophet in that community. 
Therefore, I saw no need for Dr. Cheryl Ney 
(professor of chemistry at Capital University) to 
specifically address "Christianity," in her vibrant 
description of her community-grounded scientific 
vocation. She was clearly an example of the 
incarnation of "Working Prophet" ( or "Little 
Christ"), regardless of her specific beliefs in the 
trinity. 
I wonder if a more inclusive definition of 
"Christianity" is what Dr. Christenson had in mind 
when, in his summary comments, he asserted that 
"Lutherans and other Christians" held the particular 
discerning ability to identify, recruit, and embrace 
engaged teachers from diverse backgrounds. Again, 
he was supporting the value of diversity of Lutheran 
campuses. But "Christians" were identified as the 
sole stewards of that diversity. To what extent 
would a more inclusive, working definition of 
"Christian" alleviate the fears I heard expressed at 
the ELCA conference about Lutheran reservation? 
Would the future of Lutheranism be secure if one 
were to accept Ives' charge to recruit individuals 
with the same 'spirit" rather than concerning oneself 
with the "religious" beliefs of the individual? 
It is a challenging position to consider one's 
"Christianity" by the way one is immersed in a 
vocation as Jesus lived, rather than in one's belief of 
Christ as Savior. I certainly am in no position to 
propose that challenge to the ELCA Lutherans. I 
am, after all, an "other." 
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